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Factors behind Signs of Friendship

Goals of Project
By completing this honors project, we hope to analyze the social implications of
mainstreaming a deaf child into a public school. Deaf students in predominantly hearing schools
face a variety of difficulties singular to the deaf community. So in particular, we will analyze the
issue of social isolation as a result of the inability to communicate directly since our main
character, Caleb, will not utilize a hearing aid or cochlear implant and instead communicate
through American Sign Language (ASL). We will then show how this issue can be resolved
through children the age of the deaf child so it can be practiced in public schools.
We also aim to create an entertaining form of education for children rather than a lecture.
That way hearing children can learn through example how to interact with deaf children, thereby
reducing the number of isolation incidents. We want to be able to help deaf children fit in with
the public school system, gaining friends as they complete their education. By reading our book,
hearing children will understand that deaf children are no different from them, and once the
communication barriers are overcome, a great friend can be made. All a person needs to do is be
friendly and not ignore someone just because he or she can’t hear. If a person reads our book and
decides to learn a little ASL, that would an extra personal achievement. However, our main goal
is to eventually eliminate the occurrences of deaf children feeling left out and alone in public
schools. By aiming at a younger crowd, we hope that our book will resonate with people early
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enough that they’ll be able to take what they learned from our story and apply it at any point in
their life.

Decisions Made From Research
A significant amount of research was completed in order to support our choices in
regards to the plot of our book. We wanted our Caleb to be representative of the majority of the
deaf community in terms of education. For this reason, we chose Caleb to be enrolled in a typical
public school. According to Shirin Anita, author of the article, “Raising and Educating Deaf
Children, Foundations for Policy, Practice and Outcomes,” over 75% of deaf or hard of hearing
children are mainstreamed into hearing schools. Parents of deaf students choose to mainstream
for a variety of reasons, including finances or proximity to the home. Despite the efforts of
parents and educators, many deaf children report social difficulties in public schools. Wyatt C.
Hall, author of the article, “Decrease of Deaf Potential in a Mainstreamed Environment,” writes,
“One study that focused on the social status of deaf students compared with hearing students
discovered that a large number of deaf students were rejected by their hearing peers as compared
to only a small number of hearing children who, like the deaf students, also became social
misfits.” Caleb faces these social difficulties, and in a few short weeks finds himself a “social
misfit.” This social isolation typically results from ignorance on the part of the hearing students.
Hearing children are not often exposed to the deaf community or deaf individuals. As with all
children, socialization is a critical part in the development of deaf children. Shirin Anita
elaborates, stating, “For successful mainstreaming [deaf and hard of hearing] students must be
academically and socially integrated.” The only way for deaf children to successfully socialize
with hearing children is to inform hearing children.
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While many deaf or hard of hearing children do not employ ASL as a primary means of
communication, we decided that Caleb should sign for two key reasons. First, we wanted to
expose children to ASL and potentially inspire them to learn it or take an interest in the deaf
community. Second, children who read our book will be aware of ASL and the deaf community,
and will learn that ASL is a visible, accessible language for deaf children. According to Tim
Riker, deaf children who learn ASL as a first language enter kindergarten significantly more
prepared to learn academic skills such as literacy and math. ASL also has benefits for hearing
children. Author Jenny Carrow supports this idea, and strongly encourages the usage of sign
language with hearing children. In her article, “Sign Langauge: Benefits to Children,” she
discusses at length the potential benefits for typically developing hearing children, as well as
hearing children with intellectual disabilities. Speech pathologist Katie Yeh also champions the
usage of sign language in hearing households. In her article, “9 Reasons to Teach Sign Language
to your {Hearing} Infant or Toddler,” Yeh states that learning ASL can improve language skills,
increase a child’s vocabulary, increase a child’s reading and spelling skills, and increase visual
and joint attention skills.
All of these decisions regarding our research about the isolation of deaf children in public
schools inspired us to educate children on what they can do to help. Finding out the statistics and
tendencies of different types of deaf children also guided us into creating the character of Caleb.
From what we learned through our research, as presented above, we decided the best way to
teach children through our book was to have Caleb be integrated into a public school, have no
hearing aid or cochlear implant, know ASL as his first language, and demonstrate him becoming
a “social misfit.” By combining all of these elements, we set up the best way for our other main
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character, Ruthy, who is an average second grader, to assess what she sees him going through
and respond in a way that we feel children should follow if this situation happened to them.

Writing and Creative Decisions
The very first thing we needed to decide upon creating this book was who our main
characters were and what their names would be. Our research allowed us to establish the
characteristics of the deaf child, which led us to then add an adult helper for him. We also needed
a character to represent the hearing children so that those who read the book, who we predict will
mostly be hearing children, have someone to connect with and learn from if faced with a similar
situation. In total, then, we had three significant characters to name.
We wanted those names to have meaning behind them that would help characterize them
before their personalities are discovered, and also act as something extra for adults reading the
book to smile at if they knew the name meanings. For all of these names, we used the online
website Baby Names to gather information about what each one individually meant. Our deaf
child, we decided, should be named “Caleb” because that name means “whole hearted.” We
wanted him to have a big heart and be very helpful to others even though his disability is what’s
isolating him, thereby making him a more sympathetic character. The adult helper would be
named “Ophelia,” though in the book we refer to as “Ms. O” because it’s easier to remember and
read. Her name actually means “helper,” and since she helps Caleb in the classroom and inspires
our hearing student to learn ASL, we thought the name was fitting. Our final character, the
hearing student, we decided to name “Ruthy.” The name derives from the name “Ruth,” which
means friendship, and we added the “y” at the end to make the name more childlike. Since our
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book is about showing the importance of learning ASL and breaking down the walls of isolation
with deaf children by becoming friends, the name “Ruth” fit perfectly with our character.
When we wrote the first draft, we envisioned a book aimed towards kindergarteners that
included fun rhymes so children could pay more attention to what we said and practice it if they
met a deaf child similar to Caleb while at school. However, as we started the writing process, we
both discovered that our original vision needed to change. This change was not made because
what we first thought of was too hard. It was actually made because we thought that by changing
the age from kindergarten to second grade, our message would have a bigger impact on children
since that is the age children begin to understand friendship and start to figure out how they
should start associating themselves with others.
By raising our aimed age group, we came across two problems. The first was the rhyme
scheme we originally had. Our first draft contained an abab pattern per stanza with a total of two
stanzas, or eight lines, per page. The rhymes we had written down were cute, silly, and very
fitting for a five- to eight-year-old, making it perfect for a kindergartener. However, since we
raised the age, those little rhymes no longer demonstrated quality writing fitting a seven- to
eight-year-old in the second grade. With that in mind, we realized that so much effort was put
into the rhyming that we had hardly any focus on the type of information a second grader could
grasp. They would definitely like the rhyming we originally had and may remember the words in
the book more since it would be lyrical and therefore “catchy,” but they would not retain the
meaning we were aiming for. So ultimately, we decided that getting rid of the rhyme scheme was
the best way to go.
The second problem we ran into was the length we had per page. When our focus was
kindergarteners, we had eight lines on every page. This made the story short enough to maintain
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their attention, but long enough for them to understand what was going on. Upon erasing the
rhyme scheme and changing some lines around to make the information more useful while still
keeping the eight lines per page, we discovered the book was not long enough. By the second
grade, children are moving from picture books to mini chapter books. We needed something
longer than what we had that contained more words per page. Not only would this be more
fitting for the children’s literacy transition, but it would also provide us the perfect opportunity to
explain even more how deaf children are isolated in public schools and what hearing children
can do to help ease their transition, gaining a friend in the process. So this switch from a
kindergartener children’s book to a second grader children’s book was more beneficial and easier
to change than erasing the rhyme scheme.
A challenge to our book that made an appearance after our second draft was our
language. Since we are in college and one of us is a Creative Writing student, we are used to a
language with more grammatical techniques and of a higher vocabulary. So upon writing, we
took what we already knew and wrote out our story. Upon further review, though, we realized
that although what we were saying was clearly understood by us, a second grader could be
confused. Even if they weren’t confused, they would question why we used a particular
technique or wonder what a word meant and focus on those elements rather than what our story
was saying. So we went back and changed what we felt was too advanced for children in the
second grade to comprehend. This shortened our book slightly, but we made sure to maintain the
same number of pages and that our message was as clear upon rewriting as it was before.
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Collaboration
Ashley Brickner is the writing expert for this project since she is a Creative Writing
major and Kaylee Kapalko is the main researcher and fact checker since she is a
Communications Disorders major. Although those majors don’t seem like they could create a
project that showcases both of their strengths and abilities, we were able to collaborate in such a
way that we were dependent on the other’s knowledge in order to fully complete the project.
Individually this story would never have been created, but together, we were able to make
something people are able to learn from.
Our collaboration started when Kaylee had an idea. In one of her classes she learned
about the isolation many deaf children face upon entering a public school, and she wanted to
help in some way, specifically in spreading the message to children so they can learn how to act
from an early stage. So she presented the idea to Ashley, who suggested a story for children.
With a children’s book, hearing children wouldn’t need to be lectured on the topic and could
instead see through an example how they can make a change. Deaf children would also get to
witness that they could be included in a public school and that they didn’t need to worry about
being alone because there would be plenty of kind children to befriend.
So while Kaylee gathered information, Ashley created a plot. These processes were done
separately, but even then we needed help from the other. Whenever Kaylee stumbled upon
something, she would contact Ashley to see if and how it could be incorporated into the story.
Then, if Ashley ever had any questions about how someone in the deaf community acted or
needed information about a particular action, she could contact Kaylee to make sure everything
in the story had the correct information. We saw believability as the key to creating a successful
story to learn from.
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Once we had everything we needed in terms of information and plot, we began the
process of creating the book. Ashley was in charge of writing it, with Kaylee going through all
the drafts to make sure everything was correct. When we both were happy with our book, Kaylee
took up the task of crafting illustrations. We had an agreed-upon appearance for all the
characters, and once everything was drawn in fuller detail, the book was sent back to Ashley so
she could set the illustrations with the text in the application InDesign. When everything was set,
our book was finally in a format that could be sent somewhere to get printed, marking the end of
our project.
We needed each other in order to complete this book. It was sent back and forth so many
times that we can’t imagine either of us singly finishing this with the ability to educate children
in an entertaining way. So our collaboration was dire, and as a result, we discovered the best way
to collaborate with someone on such an important project. First, each person needs to discover
their strengths and figure out what they can do to help. Second, tasks need to be assigned in order
to determine what each person should concentrate on the most. Of course everyone needs to help
each other, but there will be portions when one person is more useful than the other based solely
on what that person is knowledgeable in. Third, everyone involved needs to either meet often or
remain in constant contact so everyone knows what’s happening, if any delays will pop up, and
how they can further help in any way. The final thing that will create the best possible situation
for a collaboration project, and this is the most important, is setting deadlines. Everyone needs to
know when to prepare for their portion of the project, and it’s expected that each person stays
committed to that deadline. If all four of these steps are met, then a collaboration project can be a
lot less stressful than it appears, and the resulting project will be an effective success, just like
our book.
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Ruthy’s class gets a new student, who uses his
hands to talk. Caleb struggles to make friends, and
Ruthy wants to help—but how?

Signs of

Friendship

By Ashley Brickner and Kaylee Kapalko

Special Thanks to Nathan Moore,
Abigail Cloud, and Annette Barga

Ruthy was excited for school to start again. The
holidays were fun building snow people and spending
time with family, but she missed her teacher and
all her friends. Ruthy couldn’t wait to tell everyone
about the new books she got from her parents, and
how this winter she finally got to go sledding.

On the first day back to school, Ruthy woke up extra
early, picked out an outfit to match her favorite blue
shoes, and ran down the stairs for breakfast. Her
mom made waffles—Ruthy’s favorite! But Ruthy was
too excited to eat. She had hardly touched her plate
when the bus pulled up to the house. It was finally
time for school!

When Ruthy walked into her classroom, she was
surprised to see a new student standing by the
chalkboard! He was short with blond hair and wore a
blue shirt.
“Hello!” one of her classmates said, but the boy
didn’t say anything back. Ruthy thought that was
strange, but the room was loud. Maybe he hadn’t
heard her? Or maybe he was shy?
There was also a new adult. She stood next to the
boy and had a big smile on her face. Ruthy could tell
she was a very nice person.

Ruthy watched the boy and the adult from her desk
all the way in the back. At first the boy kept looking
at everyone in the classroom, but when he looked
at the adult, he began moving his hands. His fingers
made shapes Ruthy had never seen before. She had
no idea what any of it meant, but the adult did! She
used her hands and arms the same way the boy
did. It looked like their hands were talking to each
other. Ruthy thought maybe it was a language the
two made up, just like the one she made up with her
sister over the winter. Except she used silly words
instead of finger symbols. The boy and the adult had
a secret language, and Ruthy wanted to know what
it meant.

“This is Caleb and his helper Ms. O,” the teacher said
when class started. She pointed to each of them.
“Ms. O is here to help Caleb understand what we say
because he is deaf and can’t hear like us. Both of
them will be with us for the rest of the school year,
and I know all of you will help them feel welcome.”

Caleb didn’t look at the teacher when she talked.
Instead, he looked at Ms. O doing the secret
language. Ruthy thought the language was a little
strange when she saw Ms. O touch her ear with her
pointer finger. Later, she used her middle finger to
make a tiny circle in the center of her chest then
flattened her hand with the palm up, brought it away
from her, and swung it back to her chest. Why would
she say poking his ear put a hole in his chest that he
has to catch water from? It didn’t make any sense
to Ruthy.

At recess, two boys ran over to Caleb when Ms. O
went inside. “Want to play kickball with us?” one of
them asked.
Caleb didn’t say anything.
“Do you wanna play or not?” the second asked.
Caleb blinked a few times and then moved his hands.
Ruthy watched from where she was waiting in line
for hopscotch. No one knew Caleb’s secret language,
so why would he use it? Couldn’t he talk?

“You’re weird,” the first boy said.
Ms. O came back just in time to hear that. Ruthy
watched her walk back to Caleb and the boys. She
said, “He’s not weird. He just can’t hear you talk.
You need to use your hands like this!” Ms. O saluted
Caleb and then made her hand look like the leter C.
“I can help you if you want.”
But Ruthy didn’t think the boys wanted to because
the first one nudged the other and, laughing, they
ran to the game. Ruthy was not like them, though,
because she wanted to learn the secret language.
She just didn’t know if she would understand it or if
Caleb would like her.

As the week went on, Ruthy noticed fewer kids tried
talking to Caleb.
“He never talks,” the girl sitting on her left said. “It’s
not very nice to ignore people.”
“I heard he hit someone when he was moving his
hands,” said the boy on her right. “I’m not going to
play with someone who is mean like that.”

Ruthy didn’t believe the mean things she heard
about Caleb, and she didn’t like seeing him alone. She
wanted to play with him, but was afraid. What would
she do if Caleb used his secret language and Ms. O
wasn’t there? She wouldn’t know what to do and
would end up staring at him like everyone else. Then
Caleb wouldn’t like her and she would be sad. So she
left him alone like everyone else.

One day, when the teacher told everyone to get
ready for lunch, Ruthy realized she left her lunchbox
at home! She had no packed lunch, no money to buy
food, and no way to eat. All the way to the cafeteria
she tried to figure out what to do, but had no ideas.
She slowly walked to where she usually sat and
plopped onto the bench. “I’m going to starve,” she
cried. But before any tears fell, there was half a ham
and cheese sandwich in her face.

Ruthy followed the hand holding the sandwich to
Caleb, who was smiling as he put his lunchbox onto
the table. He flipped it open with one hand and
began putting half his lunch on the table in front of
her.

When Caleb finished splitting his lunch, he looked at
her with a bigger grin. He moved the sandwich closer
to her hands so she would take it. Ruthy did, but she
didn’t know what to do next. She softly said “Thank
you,” but knew he couldn’t hear it. How was she
supposed to thank him?

Ms. O came just in time to help Ruthy!
“Copy me,” she said and smiled. Ms. O put her
fingers on her lips, flattened her hand, and moved it
out and down from her lips. “It means Thank you.”

Ruthy copied the helper and got excited when she
saw how happy it made Caleb. She had used the
secret language!
“Why do you have to move your fingers and hands?”
Ruthy asked.
“Since Caleb can’t hear, he never learned to talk.
So we need to use our hands to talk instead of our
voice. It’s called sign language,” Ms. O explained.
Ruthy thought about what it would be like not to
hear anything or talk to anyone. It sounded very
lonely, and Ruthy didn’t want Caleb to be alone like
that.
For the rest of the afternoon, Ruthy stuck by Caleb.
She played with him at recess and asked the teacher
if she could sit by him for the rest of class. He
wasn’t mean or rude like the other kids said he was.
In fact, Caleb was just like her! With the help of Ms.
O, she was able to use the secret language to talk
with Caleb the whole day.

On library day, Ruthy knew exactly what book she
wanted to get. She went straight to the learning
section and picked out a big red picture book about
learning sign language. Ruthy hugged the book
because this was her key to learning about Caleb
and his secret language.

She ran over to Caleb and Ms. O in the animal
section, and stopped right in front of Caleb. Without
looking at Ms. O, Ruthy opened up her new book.
She was a good reader and knew exactly where to
look for the word she wanted to use. The picture
told her what to do, and she copied it to Caleb. She
hooked her pointer fingers around each other and
then spun her hands around so they hooked from
the other side. Caleb smiled the biggest smile she
had ever seen and did the motion back to her.
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